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While graphic novels have been a leading resource in diverse representations for many 
years, stereotypes and tropes of disabilities in literature and media remain and have 
contributed to misrepresentations that continue to damage those in the disabled 
community. Through #OwnVoices authors, graphic novels can be a place for accurate 
representations of disabled people and allow a young person to see a reflection of 
themselves in these characters. Misrepresentations are often from authors who write 
stories about diverse characters without being a part of the diverse community. Tackling 
the issue of stereotypes and tropes, educators need to be aware of inaccurate or harmful 
representations present in graphic novels before adding them to their collections. This 
project curated a list of graphic novels that have characters with disabilities. The list was 
compiled by analyzing book reviews from own-voice authors along with articles from 
scholars. The result was a website that included a list of recommended graphic novels 
that have accurate representations of disabled characters. 
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Representation has not been lacking in the common media for white, male, cis-
gendered, straight, able-bodied humans. However, there always seems to be a fight for 
more diverse representation on TV shows and in movies or books. We Need Diverse 
Books, begun as a grassroot organization, has turned into an inspiring campaign focused 
on changing the publishing industry and putting diverse books into children’s hands and 
has been a constant resource for educators to turn to for diversity. Yet, it can still be 
difficult to find authentic representation of disabled people in literature.  
Even graphic novels, that generally have diverse characters, become subject to 
criticism when the characters with disabilities in the graphic novels only portray 
stereotypes and tropes. These misrepresentations are harmful and discouraging to those 
who have picked up the graphic novel to review it; I cannot imagine the impact that these 
tropes have on children both disabled and able-bodied when they read that the only way a 
disabled person can be happy, for example, is when they die. Therefore, there is a need 
for diverse graphic novels about disabled characters. They are out there; it just can take 
some searching, which made me realize that a curated list of graphic novels with accurate 
representations could be beneficial to educators and students, especially a list with a 
focus on highlighting #OwnVoices authors. Thus, for this project I compiled a list of 





The terms below will be used throughout the paper and project. They are all 
defined with the lens of disability and are from Oxford Languages definitions hosted by 
Google: 
Able-bodied: not physically disabled 
Disability: a physical or mental condition that limits a person’s movements, 
senses, or activities 
Graphic Novels1: a novel in comic-strip format  
Comic Book: a magazine that presents a serialized story in the form of a 
comic strip told in pictures 
 Manga: a style of Japanese comic books and graphic novels 
 Webtoons: an animated cartoon or series of comic strips published online 
Misrepresentation: the action or offense of giving a false or misleading account of 
the nature of something 
Neurotypical: not displaying or characterized by autistic or other neurologically 
atypical patterns of thought of behavior 
Neurodivergent: differing in mental or neurological function from what is 
considered to be neurotypical 
Stereotypes: a widely held but fixed and oversimplified image or idea of a 
particular type of person or thing 
 
1 *Graphic novel, as used in the paper, encompasses both comic book and manga novels. They are not the 






Tropes: a figurative or metaphorical use of a word or expression 
Youth: the period between childhood and adult age (for my research it 
encompasses children ages 5-18) 





Person-First Language Vs. Identity-First Language 
Before examining characters with disabilities, it is important to address the 
continuous discussion regarding person-first language and identity-first language that 
surrounds the disabled community. Person-first language, as defined by Lydia X. Z. 
Brown, “puts the person before the disability or the condition and emphasizes the value 
and worth of the individual by recognizing them as a person instead of a condition,” 
(2011, para. 7). An example of person-first language is stating, “person with a disability” 
rather than “disabled person”. This distinction comes from a long history of ableist 
language which as defined by People with Disability Australia in their article “What Is 
Ableist Language And What’s The Impact Of Using It?”, as language that is derogatory, 
abusive or negative about disability (para. 1). Ableism is the systemic exclusion and 
oppression of people with disability which is often expressed and reinforced through 
ableist language. Ableist language can be as direct as purposefully being offensive 
towards a person with a disability or can be casual such as using terms like, “crazy” to 
describe something in a negative sense. Although the definition of crazy, according to 
Oxford Languages definition, is, “mentally deranged”, people use it in regular 
conversation thus further “othering”, which has been defined by Oxford Languages as the 




This “othering” attributed to discussions concerning the politically correct way to 
identify a person with a disability. In Kathie Snow’s (2009) article, “Person First 
Language,” she states that ‘disability’ is actually a social construct and is only needed to 
refer to legal or medical services and should not be the main identifier of a person. Her 
argument is that able-bodied people do not want to be known by their “problems” so why 
should they treat people with disabilities in the same aspect? This ableist language of 
putting disabilities before the person evokes sympathy, pity and concern, Snow argues. 
Snow also addresses that the disability is never the problem, but other people’s attitudes 
(which contributes to ableist language) and, “if they’re (people with disabilities) to be 
respected and valued as our fellow citizens, we must stop using language that devalues 
and sets them apart,” (2009, p. 3). It is important to note that Snow is not disabled herself 
but has a son with a disability. 
There seems to be pushback on using person-first language in favor of using 
identity-first language. Identity-first language is different from person-first where 
someone is putting the disability first. For example, “an autistic person” rather than “a 
person with autism” as stated by the website, Identity First Autistic, is preferred by 61% 
of autistic people while 18% prefer “person with autism”. The pushback stems from 
many different reasons as Corinne Duyvis and Kayla Whaley (2016) sum up in their 
article, “Introduction to Disability Terminology,”:  
• People do not feel that they can be separated from their disability. 
• Person-first language indicates that the disability is something they should 





• People feel as though the concept of disability doesn’t exist, that 
the marginalization of society is what is disabling. 
• Person-first language dances around the topic thus further “othering” 
disability 
• For those who have multiple disabilities, the terminology depends on how 
they relate to their condition (i.e. a mentally ill person with epilepsy) 
(paras. 14-18).  
Along with Duyvis’ and Whaley’s reasonings, Lydia X. Z. Brown states that, 
“when people say, ‘person with autism,’ it does have an attitudinal nuance…it is 
impossible to separate a person from autism” (2011, para. 8), and that person-first 
language makes it seem as though the person would have been better off if they had not 
been born with the disability (2011, para. 17). Brown argues that although intentions may 
be good, the language is “othering”.  
So, what should be used? Both arguments are valid, and some people have even 
decided to use the term interchangeably. Person-first and identity-first are not 
interchangeable in the sense of their meanings, but people have chosen to use both when 
they are addressing a wide audience. It would be best to keep your audience in mind 
when determining which terms to use. Tara Haelle acknowledges that different 
communities prefer different terms and that it is important to respect those distinctions. 
Haelle states in her article that, “usually, with clear diseases like epilepsy and diabetes, 
it’s always best to use person-first language,” (2019, para. 9) unlike the Deaf community 





However, Haelle recognizes that she is not the authority on these topics 
and that each community has a different preference. Duyvis and Whaley identified that 
person-first language is often seen in professional settings with caretakers while the 
disability community prefers the identity-first terminology (2016, paras. 9 & 18). Overall, 
it seems that the consensus is to use the terminology that best describes the 
community/person being represented. For my project, I will used the terms 
interchangeably as I do not have the authority to determine which is the best term and I 
acknowledge that not everyone in the disabled community or their allies might agree with 
the terminology used.   
Misrepresentations of Disabled Characters: Tropes and Stereotypes 
 As with most things in our world, some of the literature and media surrounding 
disabled characters are populated with misrepresentations that oftentimes are tropes and 
stereotypes that are not indicative of a disabled persons experience. This can be partially 
attributed to ableist language mentioned in the previous section. In 1999, Emiliano C. 
Ayala conducted a study of the portrayal of individuals with disabilities in children’s 
literature and found that a majority (63%) of the literature categorized the protagonist as a 
hero and labeled them as the, “brave little soul,” (1999, p. 111). Although the study 
showed that only 20% of books represented the characters disability realistically, Ayala 
believed that authors were on their way to accurately portraying characters with disability 
as “fully functioning members of society,” (1999, p. 112). In 1999, the stereotypes of the 
brave or poor children with disabilities was still a prominent in children’s literature. After 





 In 2019, there was still a lack of accurate portrayals of characters who are 
Deaf. Kimberly Gangwish conducted a study where she found that the models that 
focused on deafness as a disability was isolating and the need for medical/technological 
assistance was found 682 times throughout the 20 books she examined (2019, p. 8) All 
the while, there were only 36 instances where deafness was only one aspect of a well-
developed character (2019, p. 9). As hopeful as Ayala was in authors focusing on 
accurately portraying characters with disabilities, Gangwish still found a major lack of 
literature with authentic representations of the Deaf community. In 2016, Price, Ostrosky, 
and Mouzourou found that out of 102 children’s books, eighty-one books contained no 
stereotypical images or language (pp. 566-567). There also seemed to be an increase (95 
books) of depictions of characters with disabilities where there is actual genuine insight 
in the daily lives of these characters (2016, p. 568). It seems that children’s literature is 
progressing in terms of accuracy in representations whereas young adult literature may 
still have some work to be done.  
So, what are these tropes that our media is so entranced with? There are quite a 
few tropes regarding the disabled community so only some of the major 
tropes/stereotypes that are the most damaging in literature will be listed: overcoming 
disability (“inspiration porn”) (“Disability Tropes”, 2013, para. 4), magical cures (“Trope 
of the Week #6: Magical Cures and Disability as an Obstacle”, 2017) and better dead 
than disabled (“Disability Tropes 101 – The Magical Cure”, 2019). Overcoming 
disability/inspiration porn is when the disabled character can overcome their disability 
and go on to do “wonderful things” (e.g. Wonder). Magical cures are when the character 





existed in the first place (e.g. Everything, Everything). The final trope is like 
“bury your gays” trope that is known in LGBTQ+ literature’, when the character with a 
disability dies or kills themselves (e.g. Me Before You). These tropes reinforce the belief 
that it is better to be able-bodied and neurotypical than to have a disability and this can be 
extremely dangerous for a young person to read.  
There is a lot of discussion in the disabled community on forums, Twitter and 
journals about the tropes and stereotypes that are featured in literature. Duyvis 
acknowledges in her article, “Navigating Criticism and Discussions of Disability 
Representation,” that it can be intimidating to write about disabled characters when the 
possibility of major backlash is looming, and it can be like treading on thin ice. She says 
that when there is that backlash on social media, it comes from years of seeing the wrong 
representation and people are frustrated (2016, para. 25). Duyvis states that, “non-
disabled people created the history, context, and stereotypes; disabled people are simply 
pointing them out,” (2016, para. 26). In this case, should writers just give up? 
Of course not, but it is an author’s responsibility to be aware of these stereotypes 
and tropes and stay away from them. However, not all authors do this, so as educators, it 
becomes our responsibility to sift through the “literature to find the most accurate 
representations of characters with disabilities. Unfortunately, there is not a check list that 
divides accurate representations versus inaccurate since each disabled person is different. 
However, Kenny Fries has created “The Fries Test” which provides a set of questions to 
use to evaluate disability representation in a book:  
• Does a work have more than one disabled character? 





• Is the character’s disability not eradicated by curing or killing? 
(2017, para. 9).  
 
This is a simple method to use, but there are other questions to consider also such as:  
• Does the book promote ableism whether it’s by ignoring people with 
disabilities, stereotyped illustrations or plot? 
• Is there ableist language like loaded words (crazy, insane, dumb, etc.)  
• Does the author/illustrator have any background in what they are 
writing/drawing (Myers and Bersani Jr, paras. 3-17)?  
 
When determining whether a book has accurate representation, consider these questions 
and see if the characters/plot line contributes to any tropes or ableist language especially 
before recommending to a student.  
Graphic novels 
Why the focus on graphic novels? According to Kevin Phelan, comics and 
graphic novels sales last year increased 11% since 2018 totaling in an estimated amount 
of $1.21 billion in US and Canada (2020, para. 2). Graphic novels have become 
increasingly popular and the inclusion of diversity and focus on social justice issues 
found in many of them have been brought to educators’ attention, (Garrison and Gavigan, 
2019, p. 4). Youth readers want to be able to see themselves in the shows they are 
watching, the music they listen to and the books they read. Not only are graphic novels 
fun to read, they can be a great resource in classrooms. For students who struggle with 
reading but still want to learn about the Civil Rights Movement, for example, they can 
turn to graphic novels to inform them. 
Garrison and Gavigan (2019) in their article, “Picture This: Using Graphic Novels 





actually very multicultural which makes them prime resources to use when 
exploring social justice issues, (p. 9). They also point out that in the standards for the 
American Association of School Librarians, that a school librarian’s role is to maintain a 
variety of resources with different formats and how important it is for school librarians to 
help develop students’ empathy and share diverse perspectives, (2019, p. 8). Graphic 
novels are a great starting point for discussing topics such as racial inequity (March by 
John Lewis), immigration, (The Unwanted: Stories of the Syrian Refugees Don Brown), 
finding your identity (American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang), living with addiction 
(Hey, Kiddo by Jarrett J. Krosoczka) and even superhero fun (Ms. Marvel by Willow 
Wilson). Graphic novels are great resources to use to teach in classrooms and are 
becoming more inclusive and representative of the youth that read them. 
However, there still seems to be a lack of authentic representation of disabilities 
in graphic novels. Irwin and Moeller conducted two studies about portrayals of characters 
with disabilities in graphic novels in 2010 and 2012. In 2010, there were 30 young adult 
(12-18 years) graphic novels, for in the sample and 12 of those graphic novels included at 
least one character with a disability. Although that seems to be a good amount, the actual 
portrayal of the disabled characters was less than desirable. The most frequent 
representation was pitiable, followed by “own worst enemy” (character does most 
damage to themselves and no one else harms them) and villain. How disheartening it 
must be to a young adult to read that the only representation of their disability is an 
attribute to a heinous villain? The study found that there were only three characters that 





In their follow up study, there were 29, not specifically young adult, 
books in the sample and 18 included at least one character with a disability. More than 
half of the books had a character with a disability. Again, the representation is what 
matters more than the actual number of characters in the book especially when the study 
showed that most of these characters were just “atmosphere”, meaning they were in the 
background of the scene. The rest of the characters continued to lack positive 
representations of disabilities: villainous, pitiable, helpless, objects of violence, burdens, 
laughable, “super crip” (someone who overcomes their disability), and own worst enemy. 
Five characters were seen as inclusive members of their communities which is an 
increase from the previous study, however it is unclear if these were main characters or 
just side/background characters, (2012, pp. 6-8). Irwin and Moeller concluded for both 
studies that although there were representations of disabilities in graphic novels, they 
were mostly negative and stereotypical images, (2010, p. 8).  
Although graphic novels are becoming more diverse and representative of the 
many communities in our world, there is still a need for accurate representations of 
characters with disabilities in graphic novels. Young adults and youth deserve to be able 
to find a character that they can relate to that is not a villain or seen as pitiful. If these are 
the only representations that youth are seeing, their perspective on their own disability or 
others disabilities can be negatively skewed. The importance of representation has been 
argued for years and the fight still happens every day in all forms of media. These 
misrepresentations are dangerous to young adults navigating their world and finding 
themselves. How can educators help these students gain access to accurate portrayals of 





those who have actual experience in the subject they are writing about, which 
brought upon #ownvoices movement.  
#OwnVoices 
“Society tends to favor privileged voices even regarding a situation they have zero 
experience with, and thus those are the authors that get published,” (Duyvis, 2020, para. 
36). In a white, male, cis, able-bodied dominated nation, it becomes important to 
acknowledge the danger of a single-story. Corinne Duyvis went to Twitter in 2015 to 
start a hashtag that people could use to recommend youth literature about diverse 
characters that were written by authors from the same diverse group. Duyvis had become 
frustrated that the need for diverse authors was rarely given a second thought, 
(Hoffmann, Walton, and Duyvis, 2016, para. 17) and felt that the hashtag would bring 
attention to authors who are from diverse groups.  
The need for own voice authors stems from what has already been said, 
representation by an author not from the diverse group that they are writing about can 
contribute to misrepresentations and damaging stereotypes. When Ebony Elizabeth 
Thomas wrote her article., “Critical Engagement with Middle Grades Reads: Who Lives? 
Who Thrives? Who Tells Your Story” in 2018, she found that the University of 
Wisconsin’s Cooperative Children’s Book Center received 3,700 books from publishers. 
In those 3,700 books, only 938 had significant ethnically diverse characters. In each 
diverse group, less than half were written by authors in that diverse group, (2018, p. 14). 
Thomas continues with, “if stories matter, we should ask what happens to raising the next 





#OwnVoices came into being as a result of publishing venues refusing 
to create inclusive environments through literature (Shropshire and Tytler, 2019, p. 160). 
And as seen before, graphic novels are continuing to be bought and read by all ages 
especially for youth and young adults. If the publishers are unable to provide an inclusive 
environment through text, then it becomes an educator’s responsibility to sift through the 
texts to find those that are going to inspire and educate youth and young adults rather 
than damage. Rudine Sims Bishop wrote about how books can be windows, sliding glass 
doors or mirrors (1990, p. ix–xi). Young people want to see themselves in what they are 
reading and to have a book reflect back as a mirror. Mirrors can be hard to find when 
most of the literature written is from outside the diverse community. These 
representations may have the intention of becoming mirrors for youth but fall short 
because lack of research and/or the author not being a part of the diverse community they 
are writing about.  
It becomes important to not only find diverse books and promote them, but also 
find diverse authors. However, just finding a diverse author does not mean that the book 
is perfect. Duyvis did state that although a book could have the #ownvoices label, it does 
not give it, “an automatic seal of approval, authenticity, or quality,” (2020, para. 31). 
Having an own voices author gives the novel more credibility than a non-own voices 
author but it does not exempt the book from contributing to misrepresentations. Even if 
the book is representing the diverse community, it still may not be a quality book. What 
is imperative is that books are evaluated for their content and authors evaluated for their 
background. Another important thing to note is to never force an author into stating that 





at risk is never okay and this should always be kept in mind. Hence why it is 
important to evaluate stories outside of their author since non own voice authors can 
create a representative and authentic portrayal. This hashtag has brought attention to own 





Collection of Graphic Novels 
I used multiple methods to find graphic novels for my project. I did a general 
Google search, sifting through blogs, webpages, and journal reviews, until I found as 
many graphic novels that featured disabled characters as possible. The resources I used to 
gather these graphic novels are: 
• Queer Comics Database (http://queercomicsdatabase.com/other_rep/queer-
disabled-character/) 
• YALSA’s great Graphic Novels for Teens 2015-2020 
• Books for Littles (https://booksforlittles.com/disability-normalization/) 
• Classroom Pop Culture 
(https://classroom.popcultureclassroom.org/blog/opening-doors-for-all-
students-comics-featuring-characters-with-disabilities/) 
• SDSU LibGuides (https://libguides-sdsu-
edu.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/comicsbytopic/physicaldisability) 









• NoveList (Used the search terms “graphic novel” and “ability diverse”) 
Overall, I gathered around 80 graphic novels using these sites. I then went 
through each graphic novel to see if it fit within the parameters of my project: graphic 
novels published between 2015-2021 (if the first one in a series was published before 
2015 but continued into these years, I included the first book) and if the audience age was 
between 0 – 18. Once I set those, my data set dropped to about 43 graphic novels. From 
there I started to gather reviews. 
Gathering of Reviews 
 I am aware that I am able-bodied and neurotypical. I did not want to base my 
selection solely off of what I have read and determined to be “authentic”. I went through 
each title and looked for a mixture of positive and negative reviews from scholarly 
journals, blogs, Twitter, and Goodreads. I wanted to use any means to find why people 
liked or disliked the representation of disability in each resource. If most of the reviews 
were negative, I took the graphic novel out of my list of candidates. If the review was 
positive but featured language such as “____ did it in spite of their disability”, I took it 
out.  
Initially, I wanted the biggest focus to be on own voices reviewers, however I 
found an extreme lack of reviews I could label “own voice reviews”. This led me to shift 
my method and to acquire and read as many of the remaining graphic novels myself as I 





to my list to be read but they were lower priority than the books without 
reviews or without reviews written by own voices reviewers. I still planned to read these 
books however, if I was unable to get to them, they would be included on the website 
regardless. If I found no reviews, these graphic novels were prioritized and read first. If 
the books had positive reviews but no own voices reviews, these were also prioritized. 
There were some graphic novels that I was unable to access but had a couple of positive 
reviews which I did include on the website. 
Evaluation of Graphic Novels 
As stated in the previous section, I created the list of books for my website based 
on the reviews I found. In supporting the decision to determine if the graphic novels 
representation was positive or negative based on reviews, I decided to read as many of 
the graphic novels as I could. I was able to get most of them from the library or online. 
There were a couple I could not find so I based my evaluation solely off reviews. If there 
were no reviews, no way to read the graphic novel, and it was not own voices, I would 
take the resource out of the set. 
I evaluated these graphic novels based on the criteria I presented in my literature 
review: 
• Tropes/Stereotypes 
o Better Dead Than Disabled (based off of the article, 






o Inspiration Porn (based off of the discussion post, 
“Disability Tropes” on the Disability in Kidlit Website 
(para. 4)) 
o Magical Cure (based off of the article, “Trope of the Week 
#6: Magical Cures and Disability as an Obstacle” by 
FayOnyx) 
• Kenny Fries Test (based off of Kenny Fries article, “The Fries 
Test: On Disability Representation in Our Culture”): 
o Does a work have more than one disabled character? 
o Do the disabled characters have their own narrative? 
o Is the character’s disability not eradicated by curing or 
killing? (similar to Better Dead Than Disabled and Magical 
Cure) 
• Negative Representation (based off of Irwin and Morelle’s 2010 
and 2012 study): 
o Pitiable 




o Objects of Violence 
 







o Super Crip 
• Other Questions to Consider (based off of Chloë Myers and Hank 
Bersani Jr’s article, “10 Quick Ways to Analyze Children’s Books 
for Ableism”): 
o Do any of the works promote ableism by: 
§ Ignoring disabled people 
§ Using stereotypical illustrations or plot 
§ Including ableist language (crazy, insane, dumb, 
etc.)3 
o Does the author have any background in what they are 
writing/drawing?  
Creation of Website 
The website only contains recommended graphic novels. I went through multiple 
website creation software to find the most user friendly and accessible format. 
Unfortunately, it was hard to find both. Due to this, I attempted to make my site, using 
Google sites, as accessible as possible. This included adding alt text to pictures, adding 
disclaimers that links will open in new tabs, used a font that is accessible and dyslexia 
friendly, and added notes whenever there was collapsible text. 
 
3 Unfortunately, almost all of the graphic novels included ableist language, so I did not use this as 





The website consists of a Home page that briefly explains the goal of 
this project and includes all of the graphic novels. Clicking on the title of cover image of 
the graphic novels takes the user to a page about the book. This page consists of the 
following information: 
• Author and Illustrator 
• Publisher 
• Pages 
• Age level 
• Format (if it is a graphic novel, comic, manga or webtoon) 
• Series (if it is a series or a one-shot) 
• Genre 
• Storygraph and Goodreads page 
It also has an image of the resource cover, a brief description, any notes on the 
graphic novel (character, disability, content warnings), the actual reviews used to 
evaluate the resource and Q&A’s with the author. The tags show what disability is 
featured, if it is an own voices novel, what format (graphic novel, manga, comic, 
webtoon) and if it is part of a series or a one-shot. The tags are also on the homepage 
under each title. 
The About page has the background information on the project, the evaluation 
criteria used to create the list, and the bibliography I used for my literature review. The 
last two sections I have are: FAQs which will features the tags and their meanings and the 





they think could be a good addition to this website.  The website can be 





Graphic novels have taught many different lessons and offered many different 
perspectives which deserves to be illuminated. Authors who write about their own 
diverse group should also take the spotlight over those authors who are writing from 
outside this community. This project hoped to bring focus to these graphic novels and 
their authors because accurate representations of disabled characters matters. In a world 
where misrepresentations are all around, it becomes important to show youth that they 
matter and one way to do this is presenting stories where youth can see themselves in the 
characters. This project can be expanded to include many different genres, age groups 
and diverse communities. No diverse group is exempt from misrepresentation and having 
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